Clinicians and scientists in the 21st century in the modern era of cancer care see many great advances moving from the lab to the clinic with demonstrated impact on overall survival of patients with cancer thereby gaining approval and widespread use. Examples of modern miracles include the targeted agents imatinib, erlotinib, rituximab, herceptin, cetuximab, panitumumab, bevacizumab, sorafenib, sunitinib, lapatinib, vemurafenib, dabrafenib, trametinib, anti-CTLA4, anti-PD1, and ibrutinib to name just a few. Clinicians and scientists have been hearing in the news that cancer death rates have been declining no doubt due to the remarkable advances that have been made in early detection and therapy in the more than 40 years old war on cancer. They see that the NCI spends 5 billion dollars each year on cancer research, and the war is supplemented by more billions from the American Cancer Society, the Department of Defense, the American Association for Cancer Research, the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, Stand Up To Cancer, and numerous other private foundations and philanthropic funds at the nation's cancer centers, institutes, and medical schools. With such great investment and with many more soldiers than four decades ago, equipped with technologies in some cases unimaginable at the start of the war, we must be doing well.
A new book published by Clifton Leaf in the summer in 2013 gives us the opportunity to ponder the state of the war on cancer, from a different perspective, with different points of view and conclusions. Leaf makes a compelling case that depending on how the data are presented, one can come away believing much progress is or is not being made in the war on cancer.
Without any doubt a lot of progress has been made and continues to be made, and Leaf spends quite a bit of effort in the book studying and speaking to many of those who have made groundbreaking discoveries in understanding the molecular pathogenesis or those who contributed to the discovery and development of targeted therapies. Some of these physicians and scientists include Druker, Vogelstein, Weinberg, Bissel, Folkman, Nowell, Rowley, Burkitt, and many others, including biostatisticians, leaders in pharma, the FDA, and the government. The stories are fascinating to read due to the insights into the human experiences as well as how many of the puzzles were eventually solved, or drugs were approved despite many hurdles and cold feet along the way.
Leaf has probed the cancer science culture by interviewing over 1000 people across a broad spectrum of academia, industry, the private sector, and government. Despite the new breakthrough drugs, Leaf suggests we need to look closely at those numbers that matter and the current cancer culture that he describes as dysfunctional. This tells a different story from the celebrated advances and he considers how the war is funded, the challenges of big data, how academia rewards or doesn't reward collaboration, and much more.
Cancer is exceedingly complex, representing hundreds of different diseases with interpatient molecular heterogeneity and numerous subtypes as well as intratumoral heterogeneity. There are many other challenges, including health care disparities and access to care, that plague our society where it takes months to get a website to work properly to provide access to health insurance. The cost of health care and approved cancer drugs in some ways dwarfs the cancer research funding issues and Leaf argues that the war on cancer is not being lost due to insufficient funding. Leaf provides evidence that for the most common tumor types, with advanced disease, little progress has been made as far as the chance of being alive at five years after diagnosis. I for one have started using some of his graphics in my presentations to spread the word that we need to do better for our patients.
Clifton Leaf, himself a cancer survivor and accomplished business magazine editor, injects passion as he tells the stories with the insights of a highly intelligent probing reporter and as a layperson, but one who has gained incredible depth of knowledge. This book makes interesting reading and should be of interest to those in academia and the public at large. I couldn't put the book down as I read through it, as I became captivated wanting to find out how he described what happened next with some juicy details. The book gives us pause to consider how we might address some issues in the system and culture that has been created to fight the war on cancer in order that we may have a fighting chance. He doesn't overlook the importance of biomarkers and cancer prevention and points out parallels with heart disease prevention where more progress has been achieved than in the war on cancer. Leaf with a clear appreciation of the history of the field and the state of the culture that is often competitive rather than collaborative puts forth a vision for how today's visionaries might work together to conquer cancer, like Whymper conquered the Matterhorn and what it took to land on the moon. He provides historical accounts and testimony for and against the national cancer authority and how it is not simply a moonshot. He describes how the NIH funding process may be stifling progress due the time and effort it takes as well as the aversion to risk-taking. He comments near the end of the book on how to manage the system and to make it more efficient but also warns through the words of one accomplished scientist of the herd mentality or the cookie-cutter approach.
Clifton Leaf's book says much that is known and not necessarily surprising to those in the cancer research community, but he spells it out with eloquence, with numerous examples that include the political discourse in Washington through the years, many of the great discoveries and challenges, and he does this occasionally from the perspective of one who is not only looking in but who has personal experiences. Those fights that have gone on for decades are worth reading about especially by those who have felt compelled in the last several years to get involved with raising awareness and elevating the fight against cancer as more of a national priority. It is a book for all to read as the war on cancer applies to everyone in the society. Leaf's proposed solutions make sense and are worth considering. I congratulate Clifton Leaf on bringing his important message about the war on cancer forward in a way that must be heard and acted upon in order to "open new doors".
